The role of red blood cell exchange transfusion in the treatment and prevention of complications of sickle cell disease.
Patients with sickle cell disease have abnormal red blood cells (RBCs). This can cause chronic hemolytic anemia and vaso-occlusion leading to tissue hypoxemia and organ dysfunction. RBC exchange transfusion can, without increasing the whole-blood viscosity, quickly replace abnormal erythrocytes with normal and raise the hematocrit resulting in improved delivery of oxygen to hypoxic tissues. Unfortunately, transfusion can also be associated with complications. This paper reviews the role of transfusion, both simple and exchange, in the treatment and prevention of sickle-related complications. The benefits of exchange versus simple transfusion and transfusion versus alternative therapies are discussed.